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ABSTRACT
The present investigation proposed to examine SEM processes 
in terms of the role played by uncertainty as to relative performance 
expertise. Participants were asked to evaluate their performance on 
various activity dimensions relative to both a close friend and a 
romantic partner, as well as the self-relevance of those activities. 
For those dimensions in which respondents were the superior 
inferior performers relative to both comparison others, basic SEM 
processes existed. Equal frequency of all relevance categories was 
observed when the respondent claimed expertise relative to both 
comparison others; however, when level of certainty was high, 
fam iliar SEM patterns emerged, with high relevance ratings 
predominating. With mixed performance, and when participants 
indicated certa inty about relative expertise, respondents chose 
moderate or low relevance with equal frequency; significantly fewer 
high relevance responses were observed. However, when an air of 
uncertainty prevailed, relevance was reduced from moderate to low. 
Relationships to previous research are discussed, as are possible 
im plications of the certa inty construct.
Uncertainty of Relative Performance 
Within the SEM Context
2INTRODUCTION
The task of achieving and maintaining a healthy, positive 
image of oneself is a dominant force in individuals' cognitions, 
behaviors, and patterns of relating to other people. These self- 
images are inextricably linked to the opinions, reactions, and 
accomplishments of others, and it is common practice for 
individuals to make judgments about themselves by comparing 
and contrasting their own abilities with those of other people. 
The Self-Evaluation Maintenance (SEM) model (Tesser, 1980; 
1988) represents one theoretical framework that examines 
these complex interpersonal processes, and it has had 
considerable success in predicting those circumstances in 
which an individual will use particular strategies leading to a 
more positive self-view. The focus of the present study was to 
expand upon previous research by addressing the operation of 
SEM processes within a wider social context, as well as 
investigating the relationship between SEM processes and 
individuals' subjective level of certa inty regarding relative 
perform ance.
The Self-Evaluation Maintenance Model
The self-evaluative processes proposed by social 
comparison theorists (e.g., Festinger, 1954) are integral 
aspects of a number of prominent social psychological theories. 
One such theory is Tesser's (1988) Self-Evaluation Maintenance 
model, which delineates the various circumstances in which 
different self-evaluative strategies are employed. In contrast 
to classic social comparison theory, which emphasizes the
3attainment of cognitive clarity, the SEM model describes 
processes which occur after the individual has evaluated his or 
her abilities and must now incorporate this knowledge into his 
or her self-defin ition (Tesser, 1988). Forming the foundation of 
this theory is the assumption that people are intrinsically 
motivated to maintain positive self-evaluations. Their 
cognitions and actions are shaped according to this need to see 
themselves in a positive light (Tesser, 1986). A second critical 
feature of the SEM model is the idea that the nature of people's 
relationships with others is an important determ inant of the 
dynamics of the self-evaluation processes. The model centers 
around two social-psychological processes which function to 
help maintain this positive self-im age (Tesser, 1986, 1988).
The first process involved in the SEM model is known as 
the comparison process, which addresses the potentially 
negative aspects of close associations with others. Assessing 
the performance of another can instill feelings of inadequacy if 
one's own performance pales in comparison. However, if one's 
performance is superior to that of the comparison target, an 
increase in self-image is the likely outcome. In addition, 
psychological and emotional closeness augment this process; 
the closer one is to the well-perform ing other, and the better 
the other's performance, the more the comparison process can 
potentially result in a lowered self-evaluation. In other words, 
if there is no association with the other, regardless of how 
well that person performs, comparisons are unlikely; if the 
other's performance is only mediocre, it is improbable that a
4comparison would make the individual appear inferior. On the 
other hand, if one member of a close dyad is outperformed by 
another, he or she will most likely feel uncomfortable and 
threatened by this situation, and is likely to choose from a 
number of different options (which will be discussed shortly) 
that could reduce this threat to self-evaluation. The precursor 
of the comparison concept is social comparison theory, 
particularly W ills' (1981, 1991) ideas regarding downward 
comparison and the trad itional self-enhancem ent interpretation 
of the threatening nature of upward comparison (Tesser, 1986, 
1988).
The second of the two SEM processes is the reflection 
process. Reflection refers to improving one's own self-concept 
through an association with a well-perform ing other. Tesser's 
treatment of reflection was derived from work conducted by 
Gialdini and his colleagues (Cialdini, Borden, Thorne, Walker, 
Freeman, & Sloan, 1976), who identified a phenomenon known as 
BIRGing (Basking In the Reflected Glory of another). According 
to Cialdini et al., being associated with a well-perform ing close 
other person can bring about an increase in self-evaluation. For 
example, a proud mother can increase her self-concept by 
boasting to friends about her son, "the doctor." These 
investigators dem onstrated that threats to self-evaluation 
often increase utilization of this strategy. For example, 
observing this tendency of individuals to place themselves in 
close association with accomplished others, they discovered 
that students are more likely to use the pronoun "we" when
5referring to a school football team follow ing a victory than a 
defeat. Balance theory (Heider, 1958) accounts for BIRGing: 
when an individual is involved in a positive unit relation with a 
positive ly evaluated other, then the balancing process will 
result in the positive appraisal of that individual as well 
(Tesser, 1988). Further investigation regarding the reflection 
process has verified that people make use of this technique 
more frequently after encountering a threat to self-esteem 
(Tesser & Campbell, 1982; Tesser, 1986). As in the comparison 
process, the more psychologically and emotionally close one is 
to that proficient other, the more one stands to gain from the 
reflection process. Sim ilarly, the better the close other 
performs, the stronger the reflection will be. Reflection as a 
postulate represents a point of divergence from traditional 
social comparison theory, which centers around the notion that 
an individual's self-evaluation will be enhanced only if he or 
she has outperformed the comparison target. According to 
Heider (1958), basking in the reflected glory of another was not 
believed to be a means of improving one's self-concept. More 
recent research has provided evidence contrary to this notion, 
and Cialdini and colleagues have been instrumental in furthering 
this line of investigation.
It is evident that the processes of reflection and 
comparison are mirror images of one another. Predicting which 
of these two processes will predominate in a given situation 
represents the task of the SEM model. Tesser (1984) suggested 
that the moderating variable is what he referred to as
6"relevance." The importance (relevance) of the dimension in 
question to the individual's se lf-defin ition  will determ ine 
whether reflection or comparison will take place. A 
performance dimension can be defined as "any dimension that 
has a consensually agreed-upon 'good' pole and 'bad' pole and on 
which it is possible to rank-order people in terms of their 
'goodness'" (Tesser, 1986, p. 439). Only a small subset of 
dimensions will be relevant to any one person. Another person's 
achievement on a given performance dimension is potentially 
relevant to an individual if that dimension is one on which the 
individual desires to be successful (Tesser, 1986).
The relevance parameter is a crucial element because it 
represents the determ ining factor in whether reflection or 
comparison takes place. Relevance, closeness, and performance 
interact to intensify either one of the two processes. So, if a 
close other performs well on a dimension that is relevant to an 
individual's self-defin ition, the SEM model predicts that a 
comparison will ensue, and the individual's positive self- 
evaluation will potentially be at risk. Conversely, if a close 
other performs well on a dimension that the individual does not 
consider to be important to his or her self-definition, the 
reflection process will prevail, im proving self-evaluation. 
Regardless of the process, the closer the other and the better 
that other's performance, the stronger the SEM effects will be. 
The interactive and systemic nature of the SEM model is readily 
apparent; variations in performance and closeness will result in 
the alteration of self-re levance. M odification of performance
7and relevance will result in changes in closeness, and changes 
in relevance and closeness will affect perceptions of 
performance. Constant alterations are performed in the interest 
of maintaining a positive self-evaluation, suggesting that self- 
identity is quite flexible and malleable (Pilkington, Tesser, &
Stephens, 1991; Tesser, 1986).
An examination of the various options one has when 
confronted with a better-perform ing other on a self-re levant 
dimension uncovers a host of interpersonal and intrapersonal 
possib ilities. A ttem pts at m aintaining a positive self- 
evaluation are manifested in both behavior and cognition, and 
the individual is presented with a number of alternatives from 
which to choose in order to manage the challenge that is 
presented when a close other outperforms the self on a relevant 
dimension. First, the person can alter the closeness of the
relationship. This can be accomplished by spending less time
with the other, or by attempting to focus on ways in which the 
two are different. A reduction in closeness will serve to reduce 
the impact of the superior performance. A second alternative 
would be to change one's self-definition, reducing the 
importance of the performance dimension and increasing the 
potential for an increase in self-evaluation through reflection. 
Yet another option would be to reduce the performance 
d ifferentia l; attem pting to negatively affect the other's 
performance or to convince oneself that the other's superior 
performance was based purely on luck could achieve the 
necessary raise in self-evaluation. A lternatively, one could
8endeavor to improve one's own performance, through practice or 
increased effort (Tesser, 1984; Tesser & Campbell, 1982;
Tesser & Moore, 1989).
The systemic nature of the SEM model is a crucial aspect 
that contributes to the accuracy of the predictions that it has 
been so successful in supporting. Each variable is both a cause 
and a result of the other two elements (Tesser, 1984). The 
interactive quality of the model creates a situation in which a 
change in any one of the variables leads to changes within the 
entire system. Moreover, for any predictions to be made, two of 
the variables must be fixed. This is exactly what empirical 
investigations have done.
Numerous studies have consistently demonstrated that 
manipulation of the closeness and relevance parameters will 
cause changes in the performance of participants. As previously 
mentioned, when a close other outperforms the self on a 
personally relevant dimension, the comparison process can 
produce a reduction in positive self-evaluation. Therefore, one 
avenue open to the individual would be to hinder the other's 
performance. Conversely, the SEM model would predict that if 
the performance dimension is not relevant to that person's self­
definition, then the individual would attem pt to facilitate the 
other's performance, leading to an increase in self-concept via 
reflection (Tesser, 1984).
An early study by Tesser and Smith (1980) addressed the 
valid ity of these conjectures. The researchers speculated that 
when relevance was high, the closer the other person, the less
9help would be given to that other person (because of the 
comparison process); when relevance was low, the closer the 
other, the more help would be given (to maximize reflection). 
Participants engaged in a Password-like game, in which they 
were told that they had performed poorly in guessing the target 
words. Prior to this, half of the participants had been told that 
the task measured highly relevant skills, such as verbal ability, 
leadership skills, etc., while the other half were told that the 
task did not measure important abilities (low relevance). 
Participants were then given the opportunity to communicate 
clues (which were graded in difficulty) to both a friend and a 
stranger. Consistent with the SEM predictions, when relevance 
was low, the friend was given easier clues (was helped more) 
than the stranger; when relevance was high, however, the 
stranger was helped more than the friend. Tesser and Cornell 
(1991) provided a recent replication of these results.
Tesser and Campbell (1982) conducted a study to further 
test the SEM postulates regarding helping and hindering 
another's performance. Whereas previous studies used only male 
participants, this time the investigators included female 
participants and cognitive/perceptual instead of behavioral 
measures, in an attempt to directly assess the hypothesis that 
individuals will not only d irectly inhibit another's performance, 
but may also subjectively distort the perception of another's 
performance. The experim ent involved the participants' 
receiving feedback regarding "social sensitiv ity and esthetic 
judgment ability" tasks and then estimating the performance of
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a friend or stranger on relevant or non-relevant dimensions. The 
participants were questioned about the personal relevance of 
these dimensions beforehand. All participants were informed 
that they had answered correctly 50% of the time. Again, 
conforming to SEM predictions, when the task was low in 
relevance, participants were more generous toward the friend 
than the stranger; that is, they estimated that the friend would 
achieve a higher performance than the stranger. However, for 
the individuals who had rated these dimensions as important to 
the ir self-defin ition, the opposite occurred. Thus the results 
supported the SEM hypotheses (Tesser, 1988).
The related strategy of changing one's own performance 
can also effectively alter the performance differential. This is 
accomplished either by handicapping one's own performance to 
make another's appear better on a less-relevant task or by 
increasing one's effort on a self-relevant task. Because 
behavioral changes are often considerably more difficult than 
are psychological distortions, SEM theorists have anticipated 
that the choice of employing a behavioral strategy or a 
perceptual strategy will depend upon the ease with which the 
performances can be distorted. Empirical investigations (Tesser 
& Campbell, 1982; Dalhoff & Tesser, 1987) have verified this 
phenomenon and have delineated the specific circumstances 
under which each approach is likely to prevail. First, after 
having performed poorly on a task, people are more apt to 
inhibit another's performance (without knowing how the other 
will perform). When people are informed of another's better
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performance on a task, however, they are more likely to 
increase their own effort. These circumstances suggest that the 
comparison process may have a positive, inspirational impact 
on individuals, encouraging them to strive to improve their 
abilities (Erber & Tesser, 1994). Tesser (1988) suggested that 
this inspirational effect is most probable when the other person 
has not outperformed the self in the past, when the other's 
performance is d ifficu lt to distort, and when it is d ifficu lt or 
costly to interfere with the close other's performance.
The consequences of experimentally altering the 
performance and closeness variables have produced sim ilar 
results, in accordance with the systemic nature of the SEM 
model. The model predicts that the comparison process will be 
activated when the performance dimension in question is a 
relevant one. Therefore, if an individual finds him-or herself 
outperformed by another on a given dimension, the importance 
of that dimension to his or her self-definition should be 
attenuated. Furthermore, this outcome should be augmented 
with increasing closeness of the other person, and with the 
other's more decisively superior performance. The opportunity 
to profit from basking in the reflected glory of the other person 
will thus provide a boost to self-evaluation (Tesser, 1988; 
Tesser & Campbell, 1980).
Tesser and Paulhus (1983) verified the SEM predictions 
yet again, using a task that supposedly measured a bogus 
perform ance dimension: "cognitive perceptual integration." 
Participants were given feedback of their performance relative
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to another individual. Subjects were paired with an individual 
who was supposedly either sim ilar or dissim ilar to them in a 
number of different ways, such as age, major, and personality. 
A fter receiving feedback as to whether they performed better 
or worse than the other person, the participants were asked to 
rate the importance of cognitive perceptual integration. True to 
SEM predictions, the more decisively a subject was 
outperformed, the less relevant the subject considered the 
dimension, particularly when the other person was sim ilar to 
the subject. A prior study conducted by Tesser and Campbell
(1980) found sim ilar results, using sim ilarity and the 
fabricated qualities of esthetic judgm ent and social sensitiv ity 
as the independent variables. The poorer one's relative 
performance, the less relevant that dimension became to one's 
definition of self. Predictably, this association was more 
powerful for s im ilar than d issim ilar others.
Extensive research has also focused on observing the 
effects of manipulating relevance and performance on 
interpersonal closeness. Once again, the SEM model predicts 
that as self-relevance increases and the quality of another's 
performance improves, the individual will reduce the physical 
and emotional closeness between him /herself and the other 
(Tesser, 1988). If the activity is not relevant, the individual can 
potentially gain in self-evaluation through reflection, and the 
individual should attempt to become even closer to that well- 
perform ing other (Tesser, 1986).
An excellent illustration of this is Pleban and Tesser's
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(1981) College Bowl experiment. In this investigation, male 
participants competed against a confederate in a trivia game 
covering topics that the participants had previously evaluated 
in terms of relevance to the ir self-defin ition. All individuals 
were informed that their own performance was near the 50th 
percentile, while the performance of the confederate was 
systematically varied among four levels: the 20th, 40th, 60th, 
or 80th percentiles. Participants were then asked to move to an 
adjacent room, and the experimenters noted the choice of 
seating of the participants, using physical distance as one 
measure of the variable of closeness. Another behavioroid 
measure consisted of asking people how willing they would be 
to work with the confederate again in the future. A cognitive 
index assessed the subject's perceived sim ilarity between 
himself and the confederate. Finally, an affective measure was 
represented by questioning the subject as to how well he liked 
the confederate. As foreseen by the SEM model, and in keeping 
with the reflection hypothesis, persons who were outperformed 
on a non-relevant task decreased seating distance, more so 
when the confederate had substantially outperformed them than 
when he had performed about as well. Likewise, when relevance 
was high, the participants seated themselves farther away from 
the better-perform ing confederate than the confederate who 
had performed equally well. Behavioroid and cognitive measures 
revealed sim ilar results. Overall, feelings of general sim ilarity 
decreased when individuals were outperformed on self-relevant 
dimensions, and for those people who were outperformed on
14
non-relevant tasks, closeness was increased. Interestingly, no 
SEM effects were observed when the participants' performances 
were superior, suggesting that people may be more insensitive 
to the performances of others when they are inferior to their 
own (Erber & Tesser, 1994; Pleban & Tesser, 1981; Tesser, 
1988).
Application of the SEM model to nonlaboratory settings 
has not been lost on SEM researchers. Tesser (1980) determined 
that the same processes apply in familial relationships when he 
studied the ratings of closeness from biographical information 
regarding scientists and the ir fathers. He found that sim ilarity 
of sons' accomplishments to fathers' professions were 
positive ly corre la ted with increasing ly d istant fa ther-son 
relationships. Tesser (1980) found sim ilar results among 
siblings. For the male (although not female) participants, when 
outperformed by the sibling, the closer the sibling was in age, 
the less the individual identified with the sibling.
Identification was enhanced when the respondents outperformed 
their sibling, particularly when the sibling was closer in age 
(Tesser, 1986). These and other field studies contribute a great 
deal to the generalizability and depth of the SEM model.
With respect to the SEM model, investigators have found 
the various processes to exist in both friendships and romantic 
dyads. For example, Tesser and Smith (1980) observed that 
individuals helped their friends only when the dimension was 
not relevant, im plicating the reflection process in effect. 
Regarding romantic relationships, Pilkington, Tesser, and
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Stephens (1991) demonstrated the ability of romantic partners 
to maintain the self-evaluation needs of both themselves and 
their partner. A complementary pattern of allowing each person 
to excel on dimensions of particular importance to him or her 
characterized the couples; in addition, when relevance was 
equal for both partners, they managed to share the benefits and 
costs of the SEM processes.
The Larger Social Context
The SEM model has clearly proven effective in describing 
and predicting the ways in which individuals manipulate the 
dimensions of performance, relevance, and closeness in such a 
way as to maximize gains and minimize losses in self- 
evaluation. However, traditional SEM studies focused solely on 
performance comparisons involving dyads (e.g., friendship pairs 
or romantic couples), w ithout reference to the larger social 
context w ithin which individuals normally operate. The 
majority of people are undoubtedly influenced by a variety of 
significant other persons, and self-evaluation needs must 
necessarily be sustained through the incorporation of these 
multiple comparison situations in such a way that these needs 
are satisfied. W ithin this myriad of comparative evaluations, an 
individual will most likely, at one time or another, find his or 
her performance somewhere in between that of a better- and a 
lesser-perform ing close other. The effect that such a situation 
might have on ratings of relevance was examined by Smith & 
Pilkington (1997) who investigated these "interm ediate 
performance" situations as they related to participants' ratings
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of personal relevance.
The predictions for the Smith & Pilkington (1997) study 
stemmed from the basic SEM findings of previous research 
(Tesser & Campbell, 1980; Tesser & Paulhus, 1983). It was 
anticipated that when an individual is outperformed by both a 
romantic partner and by a close friend on a dimension that is 
relevant to his or her self-defin ition, the relevance of that 
performance dimension would decrease, becoming low. By 
shifting self-relevance to avoid a loss in self-evaluation, the 
individual is afforded the opportunity to capitalize on the 
reflection process, bringing about an enhanced self-view. The 
SEM model also makes straightforward predictions for the 
situation in which the individual is the superior perform er 
relative to both comparison others. Relevance in this situation 
should remain high because the individual has an opportunity to 
gain in self-evaluation through the comparison process.
For those instances in which the individual is the 
intermediate performer (O i < S < 0 2 ), a slightly more
complicated set of predictions was outlined. Following SEM 
theory, relevance for these intermediate performance 
situations might be either moderate or low. Relevance might be 
attenuated (becoming low) as a simple result of being 
outperformed by one close other. On the other hand, moderate 
relevance might prevail because the individual was superior to 
at least one close other, representing a situation which may 
offer an increase in self-evaluation.
The Smith & Pilkington (1997) investigation of SEM
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processes as they operate within the larger social network 
offered partial support for these predictions. As anticipated, 
basic SEM effects were found for those instances in which the 
respondent identified him- or herself as the superior or inferior 
performer compared to both others. For those instances in 
which the participant reported being the superior performer 
compared to both others, relatively more activities were 
labeled as high in relevance. Similarly, when the individual 
reported being the inferior performer compared to both others, 
more activities were deemed low in relevance. It was evident 
that people appeared to be maximizing potential gains in self- 
evaluation through both the reflection and the comparison 
processes.
For the intermediate performance categories, the pattern 
of results was less clear. While it had been hypothesized that 
relevance for all of these dimensions would either be moderate 
or  low, results revealed a comparable number of activities in 
both the low and moderate relevance categories, with 
s ignificantly fewer activities labeled high in relevance. Such 
findings generate questions regarding the nature of the 
processes that are operating within this moderate relevance 
category. Further investigation is warranted in order to clarify 
the specific factors that help determ ine why an activity retains 
a moderate level of relevance to the individual or loses all 
relevance.
In understanding the nature of those factors that are 
functioning within the moderate relevance category, two
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important issues must initially be addressed. The first of these 
centers around the dimension of closeness. Previous SEM 
investigations have addressed potential d ifferences in 
interpersonal closeness within friendship versus romantic 
relationships. Closeness is, of course, a crucial element of SEM 
processes, and if one comparative relationship (e.g., the 
romantic relationship) is considerably more em otionally close 
than the other (e.g., the friendship), then the two relationships 
cannot be assumed to equally affect the self-evaluation 
processes of the individual. However, research has suggested 
(Pilkington, Tesser, & Stephens, 1991; Smith & Pilkington,
1997) that once a certain threshold of closeness has been 
reached, the two relationships can be considered to exert an 
equivalent influence on the individual's system of self- 
evaluation. Even a comparatively less close other's better 
performance reduces an individual's self-relevance for that 
dimension (Smith & Pilkington, 1997). Therefore, it can be 
assumed that both of the relationships nominated by the 
individual possess a critical level of closeness and that the 
observed patterns of responding were not a function of 
variations in closeness.
The second critical issue relates to the possibility that 
the simple identity of the comparison other (either romantic 
partner or friend) may have d ifferentia lly affected response 
patterns. That is, romantic partners as a whole may have had 
more of an effect on participants' ratings of relevance than did 
friends, or vice versa. Smith & Pilkington (1997) investigated
1 9
this possibility, and found that a comparison of the two 
intermediate performance categories (one in which the friend 
was the superior performer, and one in which the romantic 
partner was the superior performer) did not reveal a significant 
difference. This indicates that the identity of the better- 
performing vs. lesser-perform ing other was not a moderating 
factor in determ ining relevance. In other words, regardless of 
whether the superior other was the friend or the romantic 
partner, the same pattern of SEM effects was present.
Thus, neither higher vs. lower closeness levels, nor the 
identity of the superior comparison target (friend or romantic 
partner) appear to be critical variables that contribute to the 
unclear relevance distinctions in in term ediate performance 
situations. Interpersonal explanations seem inadequate in 
addressing this problem, which suggests that the next logical 
line of research include an investigation of the performance 
dim ension.
The Current Investigation
It seems unreasonable to assume that there will always 
be unanimous agreement as to who the expert is on each 
performance dimension. Not all abilities that individuals 
possess are w idely distinct from the abilities of their 
significant others (Pilkington et al., 1991) and perhaps the 
varying ratings of relevance found by Smith & Pilkington (1997) 
reflect an uncertainty of the respondent as to who actually is 
the superior performer on that dimension. If there is no clear 
expert in that area, then respondents may be more inclined to
20
select a moderate level of relevance, while still claim ing to be 
the superior performer.
For example, in the intermediate performance situations, 
ambiguity over who the better performer is may not prevent the 
individual from claim ing him- or herself as the expert compared 
to either the friend or romantic partner (incurring the benefit 
of the doubt), but any doubts he or she may have as to the 
accuracy of this assessment may lead to a response at the low 
level of relevance. If there was no ambiguity w ithin the 
intermediate performance situations, perhaps the most 
prevalent rating of relevance would be at the moderate level, 
since it is perfectly clear that the respondent's relative ability 
lies in the intermediate range. It is entirely possible, however, 
that even in unambiguous situations, in which the individual's 
performance clearly lies between the two others', relevance 
may be labeled low as a simple result of being outperformed by 
an emotionally close other. In this case (clarity of relative 
performance standings), the original hypotheses (Smith & 
Pilkington, 1997) regarding the intermediate performance 
situations will again be tested; that is, either moderate or low 
relevance will predom inate within interm ediate perform ance 
s itu a tio n s .
Uncertainty surrounding the identity of the expert within 
the relationship raises the issue of assessing individuals' 
certa inty of responses regarding relative performance abilities. 
Obtaining subjective ratings of confidence can provide some 
indication of individuals' perceived certainty of the ir standing
21
relative to the significant other. Thus, an examination of levels 
of certainty may provide insight into those factors that are 
operating w ithin the interm ediate perform ance categories.
The current investigation represents an attempt to 
address this issue. This study tested the hypothesis that the 
"equality" of responses in the low and moderate relevance 
categories found by Smith & Pilkington (1997) was due to 
uncertainty as to who was the superior performer. This 
uncertainty may have led to "random responding" or an equal 
allocation of relevance responses between the low and 
moderate categories.
In sum, this study provides further investigation of SEM 
processes as they exist w ithin the larger social network. Initial 
hypotheses related to basic SEM theory followed the well- 
established pattern of predicting high relevance for those 
situations in which the individual outperforms both s ignificant 
others, and low relevance for those dimensions in which the 
individual is outperformed by both significant others. For the 
intermediate performance situations, an attempt was made to 
c larify those instances in which individuals report low 
relevance as opposed to moderate relevance. It is possible that 
an atmosphere of uncertainty surrounds many of these 
performance dimensions, which may lead individuals to report 
moderate and low levels of relevance with equal frequency. 
However, if only those items upon which there is little 
uncertainty regarding relative performance are assessed, a 
clearer picture may emerge. Relevance for the intermediate
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performance situations may be consistently moderate, due to 
the additive effects of an intermediate performance, or 
relevance may be consistently low, due to simply being 
outperformed by a close other. An understanding of the level of 
certainty and/or disagreem ent about relative performance may 
provide some insightful answers to these hypotheses.
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Method
P a rtic ip a n ts
Participants included 17 male and 58 female 
undergraduates from the College of W illiam & Mary. Initially, 
only individuals who had a close same-sex friend and a romantic 
partner who reside locally were recruited to participate. Due to 
the lim ited number of students who matched all the necessary 
criteria, however, it was necessary to recruit participants 
whose romantic partners resided in locales other than the 
W illiam sburg area. Thirty participants had romantic partners in 
the local area, while the remaining 45 had dating partners who 
lived elsewhere. The mean relationship length was 17 months 
and three weeks, with a range of two weeks to five years. Only 
two participants had dating relationship lengths of two or 
three weeks; the rest had been dating their romantic partners 
for at least eight weeks. This information was attained during 
the mass testing procedure administered at the beginning of the 
school semester. The participants received class credit as part 
of a requirement of Introductory Psychology courses.
M a te ria ls
Relevance. The relevance of various activities to the 
individual was measured during the laboratory session using an 
expanded version of the scale used by Pilkington et al. (1991) to 
measure the personal importance of 80 different areas of 
performance (see Appendix A). The scale was extended from 68 
to 80 items to reduce the likelihood of empty cells. The 
relevance of each activity to the self was rated on a 6-point
24
scale (with 6 being Very important' and 1 being 'not very 
im p o rta n t').
Perform ance. The relative performance of respondents 
was assessed during the laboratory session using a variation of 
the scale used by Pilkington et al. (1991), on which participants 
indicated who was more accomplished in that particular area of 
expertise (see Appendix B). The same 80 activities as those on 
the measure of relevance were included on this measure. 
Responses were registered on a 6-point scale of relative 
performance, where 1 = 'Self is considerably better than the 
other' and 6 = ’Other is considerably better than self'.
Participants completed this questionnaire relative to each 
significant other; that is, they completed one questionnaire 
comparing the self to the close friend, and one comparing the 
self to the romantic partner.
C e rta in ty . Certainty of who the superior performer was 
within a dyad on a given dimension was assessed by asking 
respondents to provide subjective confidence ratings for each 
performance dimension (see Appendix B). They rated their 
degree of confidence on a scale of 1 to 3, where 1 represents 
complete confidence of their performance rating, 3 represents 
complete uncertainty, and 2 represents a moderate level of 
certa inty about that rating.
Procedure
The mass testing procedure included questions regarding 
relationship factors such as the existence of a close friend 
residing within the local area and a romantic partner. It was
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noted whether or not the participants' romantic partners 
resided locally, and the possib ility that this factor may result 
in differential responding was included in the analyses.
As part of a larger study, the students were then 
contacted by phone and asked to schedule a time to participate. 
Each completed an informed consent form prior to participation 
in the study (see Appendix C). The questionnaires were 
completed in one session, requiring approximately 45 minutes 
to one hour of the participants' time.
The questionnaires were counterbalanced such that half of 
the participants completed the relevance questionnaire first, 
and the other half completed the relevance questionnaire last.
All participants completed the "friend" measures in succession 
and the "partner" measures in succession. However, the orders 
of presentation of "friend" and "partner" sets were 
counterbalanced among participants.
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R esults
Initial analyses were conducted to test the basic SEM 
model, at the same time providing a replication of the Smith & 
Pilkington (1997) investigation. As before, relevance ratings 
were divided into "low", "moderate", and "high" relevance 
categories based on participants' responses on the 6 point scale. 
An activity was considered low in relevance if the individual 
rated it with either a 1 or 2, as moderate in relevance for a 3 or 
4, and as high in relevance if the participant rated it with a 5 or 
6. Regarding performance d ifferentiation, ratings from 1-3 
represented "self" being the expert and ratings from 4-6 
represented the "other" as the expert.
Overall Analyses (Replication)
The initial set of analyses examined relevance (high, 
moderate, or low) relative to four performance possib ilities (S 
> Both; S < Both; F < S < R; or R < S < F). Therefore, a 2 (Sex) X 3 
(Relevance) X 4 (Performance) ANOVA was conducted, in which 
sex was a between-subjects variable and the relevance and 
perform ance dimensions were w ith in-subjects variables. The 
mean number of activities falling in each of the twelve 
categories represents the dependent variable. The proposed 2 
(Sex) X 3 (Relevance) X 4 (Performance) ANOVA yielded a main 
effect of relevance, F (2, 146) = 17.39, £  = .0001. Participants 
reported sign ificantly more low relevance activ ities (M=36.31) 
than moderate relevance activities (M=26.47), and even fewer 
high relevance activities (M=17.21). The performance main 
effect also was significant, F (3, 219) = 43.39, f> = .0001.
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Participants reported themselves as being the expert compared 
to both friend and romantic partner significantly more often 
(M=31.18) than any of the other performance categories 
(M=19.29 for S < Both; M=14.88 for F < S < RP; M=14.64 for RP < S 
< F). As predicted, the relevance X performance interaction also 
was significant, F (6, 438) = 40.29, p = .0001. Using the omega- 
squared statistic, a corresponding effect size of .95 was found 
for the interaction. Unexpectedly, when participants reported 
being the expert relative to both significant others (S > Both), 
ratings of relevance were more or less equally distributed 
across the relevance categories (for low relevance, M=10.01; 
for moderate relevance, M=10.65; for high relevance, M=10.52). 
(See Table 1.) For those activities that participants reported 
themselves as inferior to both others (S < Both), a much clearer 
picture emerged, with considerably more activities being 
reported as low in relevance (M=12.56) than moderate in 
relevance (L^4.91); even fewer activities in this performance 
level were identified as high in relevance (M=1-82). Thus, when 
these individuals were the inferior performers compared to 
both s ignificant others, their relevance for those activities was 
markedly lower, and most often fell into the low relevance 
category.
For the mixed performance situations (when the 
participant was outperformed by one but not by the other 
person), the distinction between moderate or low relevance as 
opposed to high relevance also was a clear one. When individuals 
were outperformed by the romantic partner but not by the
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friend, the mean number of activities rated as low in relevance 
(M=6.77) or moderate in relevance (M=5.35) was higher than the 
mean number of activities mentioned as high in relevance 
(M=2.76). Sim ilarly, for those cases in which the participant 
was the superior performer compared to the romantic partner 
but inferior to the friend, low relevance (jVfc=6.97) or moderate 
relevance (]Vb5.56) ratings departed sign ificantly from high 
ratings of relevance (M=2.11). Again, being outperformed by 
someone important in one's life appears to be associated with a 
noticeable decline in relevance for that activity. The distinction 
between low versus moderate relevance in these mixed 
performance categories was not as apparent. Originally, it was 
predicted that relevance would be either low, due to being 
outperformed by a close other, or moderate, considering the 
additive effects of being both the superior and inferior 
performer at the same time. Results from the present study did 
not provide a clear differentiation between these two levels of 
relevance, which is a finding consistent with that of Smith & 
P ilk ington (1997).
The ANOVA revealed only one significant sex effect, which 
came in the form of a relevance by sex interaction, F (2, 146) = 
4.16, p = .0175. Whereas females reported more low relevance 
a c tiv itie s  (M=36.09) than moderate relevance (M=26.68), and 
even fewer high relevance activities (M=17.23), males reported 
more moderate relevance activities (M=30.39) and low 
relevance activ ities (M=28.46) than high relevance activities 
(M=21.11).
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To compare the two mixed performance categories 
(F<S<RP and RP<S< F) with each other, a 3 (Relevance) X 2 
(Performance) ANOVA was conducted. Consistent with Smith 
and Pilkington (1997), a significant interaction was not 
obtained, F (2, 146) = 1.13, n.s., indicating that the identity of 
the better-perform ing vs. less-perform ing other (friend or 
romantic partner) was not a factor in determ ination of 
relevance.
The possib ility that the pattern of responses for those 
participants who had a romantic partner residing locally would 
differ from that of participants whose partners lived elsewhere 
was then investigated. A 2 (RP here/not) X 3 (Relevance) X 4 
(Performance) ANOVA was conducted, and did not reveal an 
interaction between these variables. Evidently, whether or not 
the romantic partner lives in close proxim ity to the respondent 
did not have an effect on these processes.
Certa inty Analyses
Having performed a replication of the Smith & Pilkington 
(1997) findings, the issue of participants' certa inty was then 
addressed. Because of the variety of possible combinations with 
which the certainty variable could be defined and interpreted, it 
was necessary to determine which definition would be most 
in fo rm ationa l. It was decided that responses would be coded 
such that certa inty ratings of "1" were compared with certainty 
ratings of either ,,2" or "3" (based on the scale where 
1="Completely C erta in” and 3=''Completely Uncertain"). 
Responses were categorized as being "certain" only if the
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respondent claimed certainty (i.e., responded with a "1") 
regarding expertise relative to both comparison others. 
Sim ilarly, uncertainty involved the rating of an activ ity as "2" 
or "3" for at least one comparison other. For example, in order 
for complete certainty to be achieved on any one performance 
dimension using these criteria, the respondent must have 
marked a "1" for his or her level of certainty relative to both 
the friend and the romantic partner. In this way, the 
distribution of responses when the participants were 
com pletely certain was compared with the distribution when 
the respondents indicated some degree of uncertainty (by 
responding with a "2" or a "3" for one or both comparison 
o thers).
Employing this coding system, a 2 (Certainty) X 3 
(Relevance) X 4 (Performance) ANOVA was conducted. A main 
effect of certa inty was obtained, F (1, 73) = 64.56, £ = .0001, 
revealing a tendency for participants to rate more activities as 
uncertain (M=52.48) than certain (M=23.77). A main effect of 
relevance was also significant, F (2, 146) = 17.36, £  = .0001, 
indicating that more low relevance ratings were reported 
overall (M=33.00); moderate relevance ratings were selected 
somewhat less frequently (Wh26.18), with still fewer high 
relevance ratings (M=17.07). The performance main effect also 
reached significance, showing participants' general procliv ity 
for claim ing expertise compared to both significant others (S > 
Both) (M=27.92). The next most frequently cited performance 
category was that in which the individual was inferior to both
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sign ifican t others (NM 9.11). The mixed performance categories 
were cited less frequently overall (M=14.71; M=14.51, for F < S < 
RP and RP < S < F, respectively). These main effects of relevance 
and certa inty are consistent with the findings from the overall 
ana lys is .
A significant interaction was also obtained, F (6, 438) = 
6.35, £ = .0001, indicating that ratings of relevance differed as 
a function of whether or not the respondent was certain of his 
or her performance relative to one or both comparison others 
(see Table 2). As a measure of effect size, omega-squared was 
again calculated and was found to be equal to .60. When the 
respondent was the superior perform er relative to both 
comparison others (S > Both), and was completely certain of 
performance expertise, ratings of high relevance (M=5.99) were 
significantly more frequent than for moderate relevance 
(M=3.91); in addition, these ratings of moderate relevance were 
significantly more frequent than were low relevance ratings 
(M=1.44). On the other hand, when the respondent indicated 
uncerta inty in this situation, relevance ratings of moderate 
(M=6.63) or low (M=5.47) were more frequent than were high 
relevance responses (M=4.48).
Considering the situation in which the participant was the 
inferior performer compared to both (S < Both) and was certain 
of this fact, low relevance prevailed (M=3.13), and was 
s ign ifican tly  d iffe rent from moderate (M=1-20) or high 
relevance (M=0.59). Under uncertainty, low relevance ratings 
again predominated (M=9.33), being sign ifican tly  d iffe rent from
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moderate (M=3.63) or high relevance (M=1.23).
When the participant reported a mixed performance 
situation under conditions of certa inty, results were very 
sim ilar regardless of who was the better performing other (i.e., 
the friend or the romantic partner). When the romantic partner 
outperformed the participant, there was a trend toward more 
moderate (M=1.57) or low (M=1.24) relevance responses than 
high relevance responses (M=1.01). When it was the friend who 
was the expert relative to the participant, again more moderate 
(M=1.63) or low (M=1-38) relevance ratings were reported than 
were high ratings (M=0.68).
When the participant reported being uncertain about this 
mixed perform ance situation, a slightly d iffe rent situation 
emerged. Under conditions of uncertainty, and when the 
romantic partner was the expert, ratings of low relevance 
(M=5.44) were more likely to occur than ratings of moderate 
relevance (M=3.77), which in turn were more likely to occur 
than ratings of high relevance (M=1.68). Likewise, when the 
friend was the expert, ratings of low relevance (M=5.57) 
occurred more frequently than ratings of moderate relevance 
(M=3.84); high relevance ratings (M=1.41) were even less likely 
to occur. In other words, this effect was apparent regardless of 
whether the romantic partner was the superior performer, or 
whether the friend was the superior performer.
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D iscussion
The results from the present study have proven to be 
consistent with those from the original investigation of mixed 
performance situations (Smith & Pilkington, 1997), thus 
providing a replication of those findings. Again, in tests of the 
basic SEM model, in which individuals were either the superior 
performer relative to both comparison others or the inferior 
performer relative to both, results followed the same basic 
pattern as previous SEM studies. For those situations in which 
the participants reported being inferior compared to both the 
friend and the romantic partner, corresponding ratings of 
relevance were, predictably, much more frequently cited as low 
than as moderate or high. In fact, the mean number of activities 
rated as low in relevance under this scenario was more than 
twice as high as that for moderate relevance, and was over 6 
times as high than for high relevance. This observation 
conforms to the SEM postulate that when an individual is 
outperformed by an emotionally close other, his or her rating of 
relevance will be low, enabling the individual to gain in self- 
evaluation through utilization of the reflection process.
The single exception to the congruity of the current 
findings with those of the previous study upon which this 
replication is based (as well as with basic SEM predictions) 
involves the situation in which respondents reported being the 
superior performer relative to both friend and romantic partner 
(S > Both). In this situation, basic SEM theory would lead to the 
prediction that respondents would be more likely to rate those
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dimensions on which they are the superior performer compared 
to both significant others as consistently high in relevance. In 
this manner, they would be able to make use of the comparison 
process and capitalize on the opportunity to gain in self- 
evaluation through outperform ing two close others. Indeed, the 
initial investigation (Smith & Pilkington, 1997) supported this 
postulate; in that study, ratings of "high" or "moderate" 
relevance were sign ificantly more prevalent than "low" ratings 
of relevance. Thus, the finding that responses were more or less 
evenly distributed across relevance categories presents a 
surprising result. It may be, that although individuals are 
considerably more likely to claim expertise relative to both 
comparison others than any of the other performance situations, 
they are still hesitant to label all such dimensions as high in 
relevance. Although claim ing high relevance for an activity does 
carry with it potential rewards (via gains in self-evaluation 
through the comparison process), considerable losses in self- 
concept are also possible consequences. Perhaps individuals' 
reluctance to claim high relevance in a consistent fashion 
reflects the pressures that accompany a high degree of personal 
relevance, such as a consistently high level of performance on 
that task. On the other hand, maintaining low relevance, 
although one is the superior performer, affords one protection 
against the possible negative effects of an unfavorable 
comparison in the future. Certainly there are other people in 
one's extended social network who can outperform one on a 
given task. There are very few tasks at which an individual is so
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successful that there is no one within that person's entire 
social network who cannot outperform them. It could be that 
individuals recognize this fact, and keep it in mind as they 
allocate ratings of relevance.
Another possible explanation for the equal distribution of 
relevance ratings at the S > Both performance level is related to 
the performance main effect. As previously mentioned, 
participants reported being superior in performance relative to 
both comparison others considerably more often than any other 
performance dimension. Given this exceedingly high (albeit 
self-reported) level of expertise, it is understandable that 
relevance cannot be uniformly high for every performance 
dimension. Thus, participants may have divided these activities 
among the high, moderate, and even low relevance categories. It 
should be noted that a sim ilar result was found in the original 
Smith & Pilkington (1997) investigation; moderate and high 
relevance ratings were reported with comparable frequency. 
However, when comparing these findings with the basic SEM 
prediction of consistently high relevance, it is important to 
note that previous SEM laboratory studies have provided 
feedback information that is completely unambiguous. Thus, the 
consistently high relevance ratings that have resulted in the 
past may well be a function of this certainty of relative 
perform ance expertise. The possib ility that it is individuals' 
level of certa inty about performance expertise that causes this 
intriguing result of equal allocation of relevance responses will 
be discussed shortly.
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The findings regarding the mixed performance categories 
conform precisely to those from the Smith & Pilkington (1997) 
investigation. When participants were "caught in the middle" 
(i.e., outperformed by one significant other but not the other), 
relevance ratings were fa irly evenly distributed between the 
low and moderate categories (with sign ificantly fewer 
activities rated as high in relevance). A lthough it was originally 
hypothesized that relevance would be either moderate or  low, 
this consistent finding of equal allocation to both moderate and 
low categories suggests that the true distinction within these 
mixed performance categories lies between high and 
moderate/low ratings. Perhaps for some, being "caught in the 
middle" is suffic ient to completely reduce relevance to the 
lowest levels, while for others, being the interm ediate 
performer poses less threatening consequences, and the 
individual can maintain a moderate level of relevance.
The addition of the certainty variable in the present 
investigation has contributed meaningful inform ation regarding 
SEM processes. In particular, it has helped to clarify previously 
ambiguous findings regarding the moderate relevance category, 
as well as the situation in which the self was the superior 
performer compared to both others (S > Both). SEM theory would 
predict that in this situation individuals would rate this 
situation as consistently high in relevance, taking advantage of 
the opportunity to gain in self-evaluation by being the superior 
perform er compared to two significant others (utilizing the 
comparison process). However, as previously mentioned, the
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overall analyses from the previous investigation as well as 
those from the current study have yielded ambiguous findings in 
terms of nonsignificant differences between the moderate and 
high relevance categories. However, when the certainty variable 
was introduced, comparing those items on which participants 
expressed complete certa inty relative to both comparison 
others with items on which individuals were uncertain in some 
way, the familiar SEM processes came to the fore. When the 
participant was the expert compared to both others, 
s ignificantly more responses fell into the high relevance 
category than any other category, indicating that when 
individuals were com plete ly certain of relative perform ance 
expertise, they capitalized on the opportunity for gains in self- 
concept by making favorable comparisons. When uncertainty 
prevailed regarding this performance scenario, low and 
moderate relevance ratings were more common than high 
relevance; understandably, uncertainty seemed to cause 
participants to decrease relevance ratings. It seems intu itive ly 
correct to hypothesize that when individuals are not sure where 
the relative expertise lies for a given activity, they will be less 
likely to declare high relevance, as this might make them 
vulnerable for an unfavorable comparison.
As before, when the participant was the inferior 
performer relative to both others (S < Both) and was confident 
of th is distribution of expertise, low relevance predom inated, 
as SEM theory would predict. Individuals in this situation were 
able to make beneficial use of the reflection process. Even
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under conditions of uncertainty, allocation of responses 
followed this same pattern. In this situation, low relevance 
seems to be the most logical and self-protective response.
Among the mixed performance situations, the level of 
certainty that one holds as to relative expertise again surfaces 
as an influential factor. When participants indicated complete 
certainty, they allocated ratings equally to both the moderate 
and low relevance categories (with s ignificantly fewer to high 
relevance). However, when uncertainty clouded this picture, 
significantly more responses fell into the low relevance 
category than either the moderate or the high relevance cells. 
Such a finding may be interpreted as indicating the close 
connection between the moderate and low relevance categories 
when the situation is clearly one o f intermediate performance 
for the individual (under high certainty). Under such 
unambiguous circumstances, ratings of low and moderate 
relevance appear to be equally likely responses; some 
individuals maintain a moderate degree of relevance when 
"caught in the middle", while others require low levels. 
However, when an air of uncertainty exists, low relevance is 
the much more probable response. This holds true regardless of 
the identity of the better-perform ing other (friend vs romantic 
partner). Again, the combination of uncertainty with being 
outperformed by a significant other is associated with 
consistently and predom inantly low relevance. Maintaining a 
higher degree of relevance may simply put individuals in this 
situation at too high a risk for losses in self-evaluation from
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experiencing an unfavorable comparison. Asserting low 
relevance affords the individual an ideal opportunity to elevate 
self-concept via the reflection process.
An alternative way to conceptualize certainty would be to 
examine the distribution of responses when participants 
indicated some degree of certainty with that in which they 
reported complete uncertainty. Another feasible way of 
examining certainty would be to observe the patterns when the 
respondent expressed some degree of certainty (1 or 2) about 
both comparison others, and compare it against the pattern in 
which respondents indicated some uncertainty (3) for at least 
one significant other. However, these alternative methods of 
inspecting certainty were problematic for a number of reasons. 
For example, when some certainty was compared with total 
uncertainty, some cell means contained no responses, indicating 
a complete absence of variance within that cell. However, 
visual inspection of the distributions suggested that the overall 
patterns were sim ilar to those produced by the original 
conceptualization of certainty. Again, under conditions of less 
than complete certainty, claim ing high relevance seems to be a 
risk that many choose not to undertake. On the other hand, being 
confident that one is the superior performer compared to both 
significant others is associated with a greater likelihood that 
one will claim high relevance and capitalize on a favorable 
comparison. Thus it appears that the original analysis of 
certainty has provided the most adequate and informative 
illustration of these processes.
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In conclusion, the investigation of the certainty variable 
proved to be informative in a number of ways. Most importantly, 
these analyses have provided insight into the performance 
situation in which the individual is the superior performer 
compared to both close others. Apparently, only under 
conditions of complete certainty relative to both comparison 
others are individuals willing to claim high relevance. This 
observation attests to the power of a negative comparison, 
particularly the damaging effects it can have on individuals' 
self-concept. Another meaningful conclusion involves the mixed 
performance situations. When individuals are uncertain as to 
relative expertise, avoiding claims of high relevance seems to 
be an especially important task. In the future, employing an 
experimental design (e. g., using a bogus feedback situation) 
may help to elim inate the possible bias that exists when self- 
report data are used. In this manner, the causal influence of 
uncertainty of relative performance could be more accurately 
determined. In addition, investigation of these processes among 
older, more well-established (perhaps married) couples may be 
of interest, as the uncertainty factor may not be as powerful 
among this population. In conclusion, judging from the present 
exploration of this variable, certainty does appear to represent 
one of those many factors which combine to determine self­
relevance.
41
R eferences
Cialdini, R. B., Borden, R. J., Thorne, A., Walker, M. R., 
Freeman, S., & Sloan, L. R. (1976). Basking in reflected glory: 
Three (football) field studies. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology. 34. 366-375.
Dalhoff, R., & Tesser, A. (1987). Number two does try 
harder, but only sometimes. Unpublished research data,
University of Georgia. Athens.
Erber, R., & Tesser, A. (1994). Self-evaluation 
maintenance: A social psychological approach to interpersonal 
relationships. In R. Erber & R. Gilmour (Eds.), T h e o re tic a l 
fram eworks for personal re lationships (pp. 211-233). Hillsdale, 
NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
Festinger, L. (1954). A theory of social comparison 
processes. Human Relations. 7. 117-140.
Heider, F. (1958). The psychology of interpersonal relations.
New York: Wiley.
Pilkington, C. J., & Tesser, A. (1991). On the uniqueness of 
se lf-de fin ition : A se lf-eva luation maintenance perspective. 
European Bulletin of Cognitive Psychology. 11. 645-668.
Pilkington, C. J., Tesser, A., & Stephens, D. (1991). 
Com plem entarity in romantic relationships: A self-evaluation 
maintenance perspective. Journal of Social and Personal 
Relationships. 8. 481-504.
Pleban, R., & Tesser, A. (1981). The effects of relevance 
and quality of another's performance on interpersonal closeness. 
Social Psychology Quarterly. 44. 278-285.
42
Rubin, Z. (1970). Measurement of romantic love. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology. 16. 265-273.
Smith, K. A., & Pilkington, C. J. (1997, May). Better than 
one but not the other: Self-evaluation maintenance processes
with two close others. Poster session presented at the annual 
meeting of the Eastern Psychological Association, Washington, 
DC.
Tesser, A. (1980). Self-esteem maintenance in family 
dynamics. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. 39. 77- 
91.
Tesser, A. (1984). Self-evaluation maintenance processes: 
Implications for relationships and for development. In J. C. 
Masters & K. Yarkin-Levin (Eds.), Boundary areas in social and 
developm ental psychology (pp. 271-299). Orlando: Academic 
Press.
Tesser, A. (1986). Some effects of self-evaluation 
maintenance on cognition and action. In R. M. Sorrentino & E. T. 
Higgins (Eds.), Handbook of motivation and cognition:
Foundations of social behavior (pp. 435-464). New York: Guilford 
Press.
Tesser, A. (1988). Toward a self-evaluation maintenance 
model of social behavior. Advances in Experimental Social 
Psychology. 21. 181-227.
Tesser, A., & Campbell, J. (1980). Self-definition: The 
impact of the relative performance and sim ilarity of others. 
Social Psychology Quarterly. 43. 341-347.
Tesser, A., & Campbell, J. (1982). Self-evaluation
43
maintenance and the perception of friends and strangers. 
Journal of Personality. 50. 261-279.
Tesser, A., & Cornell, D. P. (1991). On the confluence of 
self processes. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology. 27. 
50 1 -5 2 6 .
Tesser, A., & Moore, J. (1989). Independent threats and 
self-evaluation maintenance processes. The Journal of Social 
Psychology. 130. 677-691.
Tesser, A., & Paulhus, D. (1983). The definition of self: 
Private and public self-evaluation management strategies. 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. 44. 672-682.
Wills, T. A. (1981). Downward comparison principles in 
social psychology. Psychological Bulletin. 90. 245-271.
Wills, T. A. (1991). S im ilarity and self-esteem in 
downward comparison. In J. Suls & T. A. Wills (Eds.), S ocia l 
comparison: Contemporary theory and research (pp. 51-78). 
Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.
44
APPENDIX A 
Measuring Relevance
Below are a number of “performance” areas or topics. Some will be important to you in the sense 
that you would like to do well at them or know a lot about them. You think of yourself as the 
kind of person who does well at them; if you didn’t do well, it would make you feel bad or 
perhaps change how you think about yourself. While it is understandable that you may attempt to 
do well on most of the things .that you participate in, certain of these areas will be especially 
important to your personal identity. So, for example, indicate as Very Important (6) only those 
areas of interest that are central to how you think about yourself. Others of these areas are 
probably not very important to you, and will receive lower scores (more toward 1).
Indicate how important each of these items are to you personally, on a scale of 1 to 6 (6 being 
extremely important to you and 1 being not at all important). Please circle one number for each 
item.
Not Very Important Very Important
1. Restaurants
2. Movies
3. Stereo Equipment
4. Bars and Clubs
5. Directions and Navigation
6. Money and Business
7. Jewelry
8. Vacation Spots
9. Rules of Games
10. Clothing Styles and Fashions
11. Phone Numbers
12. People’s Names
13. History
14. Cars
15. Mechanical Things
16. Political Figures
17. Political Events
18. Cooking and Recipes
19. Alcohol and Drink Mixing
20. Famous Paintings
21. Famous Sculptures
22. Television Shows
23. Dieting
24. Nutrition
25. Physical Fitness
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
6
Not Very Important Very Important
26. Medicine 1 2 3 4 5 6
27. Botany 1 2 3 4 5 6
28. Animals 1 2 3 4 5 6
29. Pets 1 2 3 4 5 6
30. Country and Western Music 1 2 3 4 5 6
31. Rock and Roll Music 1 2 3 4 5 6
32. Alternative Music 1 2 3 4 5 6
33. Classical Music 1 2 3 4 5 6
34. Jazz 1 2 3 4 5 6
35. Classical Literature 1 2 3 4 5 6
36. Popular Books and Best Sellers 1 2 3 4 5 6
37. World Geography 1 2 3 4 5 6
38. Etiquette and Manners 1 2 3 4 5 6
39. Jokes 1 2 3 4 5 6
40. Restaurant Menus 1 2 3 4 5 6
41. Wines 1 2 3 4 5 6
42. Calculations and Arithmetic 1 2 3 4 5 6
43. Astronomy 1 2 3 4 5 6
44. Sewing 1 2 3 4 5 6
45. Carpentry 1 2 3 4 5 6
46. Virginia History 1 2 3 4 5 6
47. Photography 1 2 3 4 5 6
48. Bible 1 2 3 4 5 6
49. Spelling 1 2 3 4 5 6
50. Baseball 1 2 3 4 5 6
51. Football 1 2 3 4 5 6
52. Aerobics 1 2 3 4 5 6
53. Racquetball 1 2 3 4 5 6
54. Tennis 1 2 3 4 5 6
55. Weight Lifting 1 2 3 4 5 6
56. Religion 1 2 3 4 5 6
57. Anthropology 1 2 3 4 5 6
58. Household Repairs 1 2 3 4 5 6
59. Crafts 1 2 3 4 5 6
60. Sex 1 2 3 4 5 6
Not Very Important Very Important
61. Camping 1 2 3 4 5 6
62. Computers 1 2 3 4 5 6
63. Science 1 2 3 4 5 6
64. Mathematics 1 2 3 4 5 6
65. Writing 1 2 3 4 5 6
66. Social Sciences 1 2 3 4 5 6
67. Foreign Languages 1 2 3 4 5 6
68. Fraternities/Sororities 1 2 3 4 5 6
69. Basketball 1 2 3 4 5 6
70. Skiing 1 2 3 4 5 6
71. Shopping 1 2 3 4 5 6
72. Weather/Meteorology 1 2 3 4 5 6
73. Architecture 1 2 3 4 5 6
74. Foreign Affairs 1 2 3 4 5 6
75. Drawing 1 2 3 4 5 6
76. Gardening 1 2 3 4 5 6
77. Mythology 1 2 3 4 5 6
78. Drugs 1 2 3 4 5 6
79. Coffees 1 2 3 4 5 6
80. The Theater/Plays 1 2 3 4 5 6
APPENDIX B 
Measuring Performance and Certainty
INSTRUCTIONS: This is a questionnaire to determine areas of expertise within a relationship. What we mean by 
“expertise” is this: Sometimes a person will know a fair amount about a topic — for example, cars. This person may not 
know enough about cars to be able to fix one, but would still know enough to talk about the subject a bit with an, auto 
mechanic. In a relationship, this person would probably be considered the “expert” on cars.
Think of the relationship with your close friend— — as you go through this list of topics. Please read each topic,
and decide whether one of you can be considered the “expert” in your relationship on that topic. For example, if  you 
read the topic “cars” and feel you know much more about cars than your friend does, circle 1 (for Self as expert) in 
front of that topic. I f  your friend knows a lot more about cars than you do, circle 6 (for Friend as expert). I f  there is no 
clear “expert”, estimate which one of you is somewhat better at that topic. Please circle one number for each topic.
In addition, please indicate how confident you are in your answer. For example, if you are completely certain that you 
are the “expert” when it comes to knowledge about cars, you would circle a 1, for “completely certain”. If, however, 
you are totally uncertain as to who the expert is, you would circle a 3, for “completely uncertain”. Finally, if you are 
only moderately confident in your answer, 2 would be the appropriate answer.
1. Restaurants
Self 
1 2 3
2. Movies 1 2 3
3. Stereo Equipment 1 2 3
4. Bars and Club 1 2 3
5. Directions and Navigation 1 2 3
6. Money and Business 1 2 3
7. Jewelry 1 2 3
8. Vacation Spots 1 2 3
9. Rules of Games 1 2 3
10. Clothing Styles and Fashions 1 2 3
11. Phone Numbers 1 2 3
12. People’s Names 1 2 3
13. History 1 2 3
14. Cars 1 2 3
15. Mechanical Things 1 2 3
16. Political Figures 1 2 3
17. Political Events 1 2 3
18. Cooking and Recipes 1 2 3
19. Alcohol and Drink Mixing 1 2 3
20. Famous Paintings 1 2 3
21. Famous Sculptures 1 2 3
22. Television Shows 1 2 3
23. Dieting 1 2 3
24. Nutrition 1 2 3
25. Physical Fitness 1 2 3
Completely Completely 
Close Friend Certain Uncertain
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3:
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3:
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3-
4 5 6 1 2 3;
Self Close Friend
Completely Completely
Certain Uncertain
26. Medicine 1 2 3 4 5 6
27. Botany 1 2 3 4 5 6
28. Animals 1 2 3 4 5 6
29. Pets 1 2 3 4 5 6
30. Country and Western Music 1 2 3 4 5 6
31. Rock and Roll Music 1 2 3 4 5 6
32. Alternative Music 1 2 3 4 5 6
33 . Classical Music 1 2 3 4 5 6
3 4 .Jazz 1 2 3 4 5 6
35. Classical Literature 1 2 3 4 5 6
36. Popular Books and Best Sellers 1 2 3 4 5 6
37. World Geography 1 2 3 4 5 6
38. Etiquette and Manners 1 2 3 4 5 6
39. Jokes 1 2 3 4 5 6
40. Restaurant Menus 1 2 3 4 5 6
41. Wines 1 2 3 4 5 6
42. Calculations and Arithmetic 1 2 3 4 5 6
43. Astronomy 1 2 3 4 5 6
44. Sewing 1 2 3 4 5 6
45. Carpentry 1 2 3 4 5 6
46. Virginia History 1 2 3 4 5 6
47. Photography 1 2 3 4 5 6
48. Bible 1 2 3 4 5 6
49. Spelling 1 2 3 4 5 6
50. Baseball 1 2 3 4 5 6
51. Football 1 2 3 4 5 6
52. Aerobics 1 2 3 4 5 6
53. Racquetball 1 2 3 4 5 6
54. Tennis 1 2 3 4 5 6
55. Weight Lifting 1 2 3 4 5 6
56. Religion 1 2 3 4 5 6
57. Anthropology 1 2 3 4 5 6
58. Household Repairs 1 2 3 4 5 6
59. Crafts 1 2 3 4 5 6
60. Sex 1 2 3 4 5 6
61. Camping 1 2 3 4 5 6
62. Computers 1 2 3 4 5 6
63. Science 1 2 3 4 5 6
64. Mathematics 1 2 3 4 5 6
65. Writing 1 2 3 4 5 6 to 
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Self
66. Social Sciences 1 2
67. Foreign Languages 1 2
68. Fraternities/Sororities 1 2
69. Basketball 1 2
70. Skiing 1 2
71. Shopping 1 2
72. Weather/Meteorology 1 2
73. Architecture 1 2
74. Foreign Affairs 1 2
75. Drawing 1 2
76. Gardening 1 2
77. Mythology 1 2
78. Drugs 1 2
79. Coffees 1 2
80. The Theater/Plays 1 2
Completely Completely
Close Friend Certain Uncertain
3 4 5 6 1 2
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3 4 5 6 1 2 3
3 4 5 6 1 2 3
3 4 5 6 1 2 3
3 4 5 6 1 2 3
3 4 5 6 1 2 j
3 4 5 6 1 2 3
3 4 5 6 1 2 3
3 4 5 6 1 2
3 4 5 6 1 2 3
3 4 5 6 1 2
*■>
3 4 5 6 1 2 3
3 4 5 6 1 2 3
3 4 5 6 1 2 3
3 4 5 6 1 2
INSTRUCTIONS: This is a questionnaire to determine areas of expertise within a relationship. What we mean by 
“expertise” is this: Sometimes a person will know a fair amount about a topic -- for example, cars. This person may not 
know enough about cars to be able to fix one, but would still know enough to talk about the subject a bit with an auto 
mechanic. In a relationship, this person would probably be considered the “expert” on cars.
Think of the relationship with your romantic partner— — as you go through this list of topics. Please read each topic,
and decide whether one of you can be considered the “expert” in your relationship on that topic. For example, if you 
read the topic “cars” and feel you know much more about cars than your partner does, circle 1 (for Self as expert) in 
front of that topic. I f  your partner knows a lot more about cars than you do, circle 6 (for Partner as expert). I f  there is 
no clear “expert”, estimate which one of you is somewhat better at that topic. Please circle one number for each topic.
In addition, please indicate how confident you are in your answer. For example, if  you are completely certain that you 
are the “expert” when it comes to knowledge about cars, you would circle a 1, for “completely certain” . If, however, 
you are totally uncertain as to who the expert is, you would circle a 3, for “completely uncertain”. Finally, if you are 
only moderately confident in your answer, 2 would be the appropriate answer.
1. Restaurants
Self 
1 2 3
2. Movies 1 2 3
3. Stereo Equipment 1 2 3
4. Bars and Club 1 2 3
5. Directions and Navigation 1 2 3
6. Money and Business 1 2 3
7. Jewelry 1 2 3
8. Vacation Spots 1 2 3
9. Rules of Games 1 2 3
10. Clothing Styles and Fashions 1 2 3
11. Phone Numbers 1 2 3
12. People’s Names 1 2 3
13. History 1 2 3
14. Cars 1 2 3
15. Mechanical Things 1 2 3
16. Political Figures 1 2 3
17. Political Events 1 2 3
18. Cooking and Recipes 1 2 3
19. Alcohol and Drink Mixing 1 2 3
20. Famous Paintings 1 2 3
21. Famous Sculptures 1 2 3
22. Television Shows 1 2 3
23. Dieting 1 2 3
24. Nutrition 1 2 3
25. Physical Fitness 1 2 3
Completely Completely 
Romantic Partner Certain Uncertain
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
4 5 6 1 2 3
Self
Completely Completely
Romantic Partner Certain Uncertain
26. Medicine 1 2 3 4 5 6
27. Botany 1 2 3 4 5 6
28. Animals 1 2 3 4 5 6
29. Pets 1 2 3 4 5 6
30. Country and Western Music 1 2 3 4 5 6
31. Rock and Roll Music 1 2 3 4 5 6
32. Alternative Music 1 2 3 4 5 6
33. Classical Music 1 2 3 4 5 6
34. Jazz 1 2 3 4 5 6
35. Classical Literature 1 2 3 4 5 6
36. Popular Books and Best Sellers 1 2 3 4 5 6
37. World Geography 1 2 3 4 5 6
38. Etiquette and Manners 1 2 3 4 5 6
39. Jokes 1 2 3 4 5 6
40. Restaurant Menus 1 2 3 4 5 6
41. Wines 1 2 3 4 5 6
42. Calculations and Arithmetic 1 2 3 4 5 6
43. Astronomy 1 2 3 4 5 6
44. Sewing 1 2 3 4 5 6
45. Carpentry 1 2 3 4 5 6
46. Virginia History 1 2 3 4 5 6
47. Photography 1 2 3 4 5 6
48. Bible 1 2 3 4 5 6
49. Spelling 1 2 3 4 5 6
50. Baseball 1 2 3 4 5 6
51. Football 1 2 3 4 5 6
52. Aerobics 1 2 3 4 5 6
53. Racquetball 1 2 3 4 5 6
54. Tennis 1 2 3 4 5 6
55. Weight Lifting 1 2 3 4 5 6
56. Religion 1 2 3 4 5 6
57. Anthropology 1 2 3 4 5 6
58. Household Repairs 1 2 3 4 5 6
59. Crafts 1 2 3 4 5 6
60. Sex 1 2 3 4 5 6
61. Camping 1 2 3 4 5 6
62. Computers 1 2 3 4 5 6
63. Science 1 2 3 4 5 6
64. Mathematics 1 2 3 4 5 6
65. Writing 1 2 3 4 5 6
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Completely Completely
Self Romantic Partner Certain Uncertain
66. Social Sciences 1 2
67. Foreign Languages 1 2
68. Fraternities/Sororities 1 2
69. Basketball 1 2
70. Skiing 1 2
71. Shopping 1 2
72. Weather/Meteorology 1 2
73. Architecture 1 2
74. Foreign Affairs 1 2
75. Drawing 1 2
76. Gardening 1 2
77. Mythology 1 2
78. Drugs 1 2
79. Coffees 1 2
80. The Theater/Plays 1 2
3 4 5 6 1 2
-n>
3 4 5 6 1 2 3
3 4 5 6 1 2 3
3 4 5 6 1 2 3
3 4 5 6 1 2 3
3 4 5 6 1 2 3
3 4 5 6 1 2 3
3 4 5 6 1 2 3
3 4 5 6 1 2 3
3 4 5 6 1 2 3
3 4 5 6 1 2 3
3 4 5 6 1 2 3
3 4 5 6 1 2 3
3 4 5 6 1 2 3
3 4 5 6 1 2 3
APPENDIX C 
Informed Consent
COLLEGE OF WILLIAM AND MARY 
PSYCHOLOGY DEPARTMENT CONSENT FORM 
The general nature of this study of self-evaluation maintenance processes and relationship 
closeness, conducted by Karen Smith and Kris Preacher (under the direction of Dr. C. Pilkington), 
has been explained to me. I understand that I will be asked to complete a set of questionnaires 
regarding the nature of my personal relationships and various interests and activities that I share 
with these people. I further understand that my anonymity will be preserved and that my name will 
not be associated with my responses or with any of the results of this study. I know that I may 
refuse to answer any question asked and that I may discontinue participation at any time. I also 
understand that any grade, payment, or credit for participation will not be affected by my 
responses or by my exercising any of my rights. I am also aware that I may report dissatisfactions 
with any aspect of this experiment to the Psychology Department Chair. I am aware that I must be 
at least 18 years of age to participate. My signature below signifies my voluntary participation in 
this experiment.
Print your name
Date Signature
Please circle the name of your PSY 201/202 professor: 
NEZLEK PILKINGTON REFINETTI
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Table 1
Mean Number of Activities Reported as a Function of Relevance and 
Perfo rm ance
Relevance
Performance Low Moderate High
S > Both
M 10.01 10.65 10.52
Std dev 14.98 4.99 6.68
S < Both
M 12.56 4.91 1.82
Std dev 6.68 3.93 3.23
F < S < RP
M 6.77 5.35 2.76
Std dev 4 .29 3.02 2.80
RP < S < F
M 6.97 5.56 2.11
Std dev 4.32 3.61 2.25
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Table 2
Mean Number of Activities Reported as a Function of Complete 
Certainty (11 vs. Uncertainty (2 or 3)
C o m p le te ly  C e rta in U n c e r ta in
L o w Mod H ig h Low M od H ig h
S > B oth
M 1.44 3.91 5.99 5.47 6.63 4.48
Std dev 2.21 3.15 4.74 4.54 3.97 3.61
S < B oth
M 3.13 1.20 0.59 9.33 3.63 1.23
Std dev 3.56 1.45 1.20 5.59 2.84 2.87
F < S < RP
M 1.24 1.57 1.01 5.44 3.77 1.68
Std dev 1.96 1.39 1.44 4.04 2.70 1.86
RP < S < F
M 1.38 1.63 0.68 5.57 3.84 1.41
Std dev 1.85 1.88 1.17 3.76 3.07 1.64
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